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The present study has been aimed to explore the applicability of Weiner’s attributive model for performance based on the point 
of view of a convenience sample of 120 people, equally divided by gender, belonging to two Romanian types of organizational 
settings: the public and the private sector. We also aimed to establish theoretical models for explaining the attributive patterns, 
based on variables such as: organizational context, gender or complexity of the attributive style. The results support Weiner's 
theory (1986), ascertaining the effect of gender on the inferential patterns, but not of the organizational context. Respectively, 
males and females, regardless of their organizational background, tend to internalize success. Men resort to aspects that indicate 
ability, while women prefer explanations in terms of effort. Failure is similarly attributed, mainly externalized. Explanatory 
theoretical models have been set for achievement inferences, predictors being: gender, preference for complex explanations, 
awareness of external causes operating from the past and social influences.  
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1. Introduction  
When faced with unexpected events or behaviors we tend to engage in a cognitive attribution process for 
epistemic reasons or for the need to control (Heider, 1958). The attributive style, as a personality construct, 
generates expectations and emotional reactions (Feldman, 1985) which have influence over actions, personal 
motivation or even future performances (Weinberg & Gould, 2007). In this context, Weiner (1986) proposed an 
analysis framework for the attributive process using three causal dimensions: locus of causality, stability and 
controllability. Accordingly, due to internal and stable causes performance is attributed to ability, the one 
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determined by externally stable factors is assigned to task difficulty, when the causes are internal and unstable award 
shall be made the effort and finally, luck, if caused by external, unstable factors. Prior research has pointed out that 
the selection of causal explanations proposed by Weiner may be affected by a variety of variables. For example, the 
initial expectations of a person may influence the decision to attribute the outcome to stable or temporary factors 
(Deaux şi Wrightsman, 1984), or to internal or external ones (Feather& Simon, 1971). Category expectations also 
affect the way we explain events: a woman’s success is attributed to temporary factors, like effort (Deaux şi 
Wrightsman, 1984), or even externalized (Nenty, 2010); a man’s is explained on ability basis (Bar-Tal, 2000; Nenty, 
2010; Turner, Pickering & Johnson, 1998). Failure is mainly externalized by males (Kaiser, Perret Clermont & 
Perret, 2000; Morris, 1995) and internalized by females (Wong, 1993).  However, there are studies that do not 
support such differences (e.g., Campbell & Henry, 1999; Polaki & Nenty, 2001).  Although most of the prior 
research was conducted in academic settings, in the recent years, researchers’ attention has been directed on the 
organizational context as well. Still underrepresented, these studies focused on the relationship between the 
explanatory style and different variables (e.g. role congruity - Henderson, Grappendorf, & Burton, 2011; 
hierarchical level - Standing, Guilfoyle, Lin & Love, 2006; organizational learning - KC, Staats & Gino, 2013) 
showing the importance of the subject and the need for further investigation. In agreement with the foregoing, our 
main purpose was to study the applicability of Weiner's model in local context, using both gender and organizational 
setting (public and private sector) as potential differentiators.  Consequently, we assumed women to be more prone 
to explanations in terms of effort, and men to prefer ability as causal dimension when inferring successful outcomes. 
Simultaneously, when dealing with low performance, women will tend to internalize it, while men will do the 
opposite. Also, we assumed people from private firms to internalize success more often compared with the ones 
from public sector. Fletcher, Danilovics, Fernandez, Peterson, and Reeder (1986) emphasized that people have 
different complexity levels in inferences that they advance, some being more simplistic, others more complex. Prior 
studies showed that complexity of the attributional style influences a variety of judgments and decision processes 
and a more thoroughgoing information processing. For examples, with enough time to process thoroughly, people 
advance more accurate inferences for the traits and attitudes of others (Fletcher, Reeder, & Bull, 1990). Also, in 
difficult situations, complex people spend more time processing information (Fletcher, Rosanowski, Rhodes, & 
Lange, 1992) or select from the environment a larger amount of information and more causally diagnostic ones 
(Murphy, 1994). Within this context, we found interesting to study also the potential modelling role of the 
attributional complexity over the explanatory patterns people make use of for in case of own performance.  
2. Methodological aspects 
2. 1. Participants  
 
The research sample consisted of 120 subjects, equally divided among gender and organizational context:  30 
male and 30 female from each organizational setting (two public institutions, respectively three private firms). They 
all have at least college education, with age ranging from 24 to 50 years. The research was carried out in Constanta, 
Romania and they all voluntarily participated. 
  
2.2. Measures 
   
The analysis of the attributive patterns substantiated on data collected through the Attributive Style 
Questionnaire (ASQ) (Ciabuca, 2003)2. The instrument based on Weiner's theory (1986), measures subjects' pattern 
of explaining success and failure in hypothetical situations involving themselves. It comprises 10 items (5 for 
successful performance and 5 for failure indicating events), operating with the causality percentage technique 
(namely, each factor’s contribution on inferring causality), on a 5-Likert scale. Answers are categorized according 
to Weiner’s classification, on terms of more abstract dimensions: internally stable (ability and personality), 
internally unstable (effort and perseverance), externally stable (task difficulty and other’s support), respectively 
externally unstable (luck and context). Finally, in order to determine the influence of the attributive style on self-
attribution, the subjects completed the Attribution Complexity Scale (Fletcher et al., 1986), which measures seven 
independently constructs delineating various schematas that people use to explain other's behaviour and actions. 
The sub-scales are:  Motivation - to understand behaviour, Preference for complex rather than simple explanations, 
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Metacognition – mental preoccupation for the processes involved, Behaviour – awareness of the influence of the 
interaction with others, Internal – inferences based on internal causes of behaviour, External - inferences based on 
external causes of behaviour and Temporal – awareness of the influence of the past causes on explaining behaviour 
(Fletcher et al., 1986).    
  
3. Results and Interpretation  
 
A two-way between-subject ANOVA with 2X2 factorial design was conducted in order to examine the effect of 
gender and organizational context on the way we attribute performance (success and failure). As dependent 
variables we used the four explanatory dimensions of Weiner’s model (internally stable, internally unstable, 
externally stable and externally unstable explanatory preferences). The results indicated the lack of a significant 
interaction between the effect of gender and professional context on the way we attribute performance (either 
success or failure), main effect not being qualified by an interaction of these two variables. In spite of this, we 
observed a main effect of gender alone on the attributive pattern at the p<.01 level for three dimensions of success 
attribution: internally stable [F(1,116) =49.383, p<.001, ηp2 =.299], internally unstable [F(1,116) =70.578, p<.001, 
ηp2 = .378], respectively externally unstable factors [F(1,116) =6.369, p<.05, ηp2 =.052]. Taken together these 
show that for their success men use explanations in terms of ability (as internally stable factor) regardless of their 
professional environment: public or private sector [(M = 30.50, SD = 5.448), (M = 32.10, SD = 5.985)], more than 
women do in similar contexts [(M = 25.30, SD = 3.861) – public organization, (M = 24.20, SD = 4.838) – private 
firm]. On the other hand, women tend to explain their success more in terms of effort [F(1,116) =70.578, p<.001, 
ηp2 =.378], regardless of their organizational environment [(M = 34.33, SD = 5.956) – public institution, (M = 
32.90, SD = 5.744) – private firm] relatively to men [(M = 26.57, SD =3.520) - public institution, (M = 25.97, SD = 
3.316) – private firm]. Simultaneously, men seem to use more often than women externally unstable explanations 
for their success [F(1,116) =6.369, p<.05, ηp2 =.052], regardless of the organizational context. The effect sizes 
obtained (ηp2) indicate that gender plays a significant role in the way we choose to attribute successful outcomes, 
especially when it comes to internalization: it explains 29.9% of the variability of inferring causality in terms of 
ability and 37,8% of the variance of success attribution in terms of effort, while the size effect of gender on the 
externally unstable dimension is only of 5%. With respect to attributive patterns in case of failure the results 
indicated the lack of influence either of gender, organizational context or interaction of both on the terms used to 
explain this kind of outcome. Moreover, paired tests were run using the means of each of the four dimensions 
(intern/extern, stable/unstable) and gender as a categorization variable. In men’s group, five of six comparisons for 
successful situations were significant (p<.01) – table 1. Men’s first choice for explaining high performance was 
ability (M=31.30, SD=5.75), followed by effort (M=26.27, SD=3.404) with significant difference between them [t 
(59)=7.998, p<.001, d=1.06]. The last election referred to external factors, either stable or unstable ones, 
undifferentiated statistically from one another [(M=23.90, SD=2.516) – stable factors; (M=23.20, SD=3.199) –
unstable terms], but significantly less preferred over effort [t (59)= 4.103, p<.001, d= .79]. The practical importance 
of the results can be drawn from Cohen’s d size effect values:  the average election of ability differs by 
approximately 1.06 standard deviations from the average of explanations in terms of effort. Moreover, the 
externalization tendencies differ by 1.66, respectively 1.74 standard deviations from factors like effort (table 1), 
results indicating a large difference between the attributive dimensions for masculine success (according to Cohen’s 
criteria, 1988). Given these effect sizes the differences are noteworthy. Regarding women’s success inferences, also 
five out of six comparisons were significant (p<.01) – table 1. We found effort to be the first choice (M=33.62, 
SD=5.84), followed by task difficulty (M=24.98, SD=3.739) and ability (M=24.75, SD=4.375) with significant 
difference between the first one and the other two [t (59)= 8.945, p<.001, d=1.76; t (59)= 13.985, p<.001, d=1.71]. 
The magnitude of the effect can be interpreted as large, indicating a clear distinction between the dimensions used 
by women to explain their successful performance.   
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Table 1. Paired test for performance attributions  
Performance  Success t df Sig (2-tailed) 




Pair 1 Internally stable - internally unstable 7.998 59 .000** 1.06 
Pair 2 Internally stable - externally stable 9.265 59 .000** 1.66 
Pair 3 Internally stable - externally unstable 9.628 59 .000** 1.74 
Pair 4 Internally unstable - externally stable 4.103 59 .000** .79 
Pair 5 Internally unstable - externally unstable 5.137 59 .000** .92 
Pair 6 Externally stable - externally unstable 1.271 59 .209 .24 
Success - 
(Females) 
Pair 1 Internally stable - internally unstable -13.985 59 .000** 1.71 
Pair 2 Internally stable - externally stable -.311 59 .757 .05 
Pair 3 Internally stable - externally unstable 4.863 59 .000** .79 
Pair 4 Internally unstable - externally stable 8.945 59 .000** 1.76 
Pair 5 Internally unstable - externally unstable 14.463 59 .000** 2.52 




Pair 1 Externally unstable - externally stable .617 119 .538 .06 
Pair 2 Externally unstable - internally unstable 3.643 119 .000** .50 
Pair 3 Externally unstable - internally stable 3.944 119 .000** .45 
Pair 4 Externally stable - internally unstable 3.297 119 .001** .44 
Pair 5 Externally stable - internally stable 2.931 119 .004* .39 
Pair 6 Internally unstable – internally stable -.424 119 .672 .05 
* p<.01;   ** p<.001 
 
Synthesizing, males explain success mostly through ability, secondly through effort and at last, by appealing to 
task difficulty and luck. In return, females attribute their success mainly to effort, secondly to task difficulty and 
ability and at last, to chance. It can be observed that men and women both tend to internalize high hypothetical 
performance, choosing ability or effort over external factors and personally assuming the outcomes. Studying the 
attributive patterns in case of failure, as stated before, we didn’t observe any significant influence of gender or 
organizational background on the dependent variables. Consequently, the analysis at this level involved the whole 
sample (N=120). The low level performance is mostly inferred - without statistical differences between them [t(119) 
=.617, p>.05, d=.06] - on external basis, through the medium of unstable (M=29.08, SD=8.435) or stable factors 
(M=28.55, SD=8.291). The internal factors are less used in case of failure, either stable (M=25.57, SD=6.919) or 
unstable ones (M=25.16, SD=7.050), also undifferentiated statistically between them [t(119) =.672, p>.05, d=.05] 
(table 1). Synthesizing, men and women both prefer to externalize low performance, appealing somewhat equally to 
luck and task difficulty as potential causes. Withal, they tend to deny personal responsibility using significantly less 
internal factors, such as poor ability or insufficient effort in solving a task. To go deeper with the analysis and in 
order to establish possible theoretical explanatory models for inferring performance, we performed a multiple linear 
regression analysis with Stepwise method for both contexts: success and failure. We based our statistical processing 
on gender, organizational context and complexity of the attributive style (seven independent constructs and a 
composite score assessed by ACS questionnaire) as independent variables, measuring their effect on each of 
Weiner’s inferential dimensions (as dependent variables). From all the eight situations analysed, the data revealed 
the adequacy of theoretical models for just two inferential dimensions: namely for predicting internalized (stable 
and unstable) successful performance. Regarding the attribution of success to internally stable factors, resulted four 
regression models. The best fitting model was a linear combination of gender (β = -.739, p < .001), preference for 
complex attribution (β = .479, p < .001), consideration of internal causes (β = .348, p < .001) and awareness of the 
influence of the past causes (β = .106, p = .004). The model explains approximately 85% of the total variance [R = 
.928, R2 = .861, Adjusted R2 = .849, F (9,110) = 76.73, p < .001] of the internally stable attributions of achievement 
(e.g., ability), with a very low level of multicollinearity (VIFs > 1-R2) for all the independent variables incorporated 
into the model. In accordance with the reported results (table 2), ability is mostly chosen as explanatory factor for 
successful events by men prone to complex explanations, by those who often take into account internal causes and 
focus less on past causes influence on behavior.   
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        Table 2. Theoretical models of explaining attribution of success based on internally stable and unstable factors     
                                                                                
**p<.001 
 
 The multiple regression analysis performed with respect to the attribution of success to internal unstable factors 
(e.g., effort) produced two regression models. The best fitting model (table 2) was a linear combination of the social 
influences (β = .715, p < .001) and gender (β = .306, p < .001) as statistically significant predictors, which explained 
approximately 79% of the total variance [R = .90, R2 = .81, Adjusted R2 = .794,  F (9,110) = 52.04, p < .001]  of the  
dependent variable. That is, inferences in terms of effort are mostly influenced by the awareness of the importance 
of the interaction with others and by gender. In other words, attribution of success on internal unstable dimension is 
mostly preferred by women and by people inclined to take into account the social context, namely the importance of 
interactions with other people.   
  
4. Conclusions and Discussions  
 
The findings of this study revealed no significant influence of gender, organizational context, attributive 
complexity or their interaction on the general explanatory schematas of performance, especially regarding locus of 
control dimension. In other words, males and females both are prone to the same kinds of inferences, regardless of 
their organizational environment or processual complexity. Consistent with prior research, both categories tend to 
internalize high performance, choosing ability or effort over external factors (de ex. Bar-Tal, 2000; Beyer& 
Bowden, 1997; Nenty, 2010; Turner, Pickering & Johnson, 1998), results being less compatible to other studies 
which revealed women’s externalization of success and men’s embracement of internal explanatory factors 
(Retamero & López-Zafra, 2006, 2009; Nenty, 2010). The analysis of the stability dimension highlights a situation 
tinting for success explanation: although both internalists, males elect mainly stable factors, while women are more 
likely to derogate their own ability than males are, choosing effort as main alternative. Paired comparisons of the 
attributive dimensions used to explain successful outcomes revealed males to endorse most of all ability, secondly 
effort and at last, task difficulty or chance. In return, females appeal mostly to effort, secondly to task difficulty and 
ability and least, to chance. Although these findings may be interpreted in the context of a more androgynous 
attributive pattern development (Rihak, 2012), namely an internalist one, females seem to preserve what Gould & 
Slone (1982) called the “the feminine modesty” and to underrepresent their personal contribution to successful 
outcomes. Simultaneously, the regression analysis highlighted that ability is mostly chosen as explanatory factor for 
successful events by males, by people prone to complex explanations, by those who often take into account internal 
causes and by the ones who focus less on past causes that influence behavior. Inferences in terms of effort are 
mostly affected by the awareness of the importance of the interaction with others and by gender, namely, they are 
most preferred by women and by people inclined to take into account the social context. Synthesizing, some of the 
constructs of the attributive complexity along with gender, shape the stability dimension of attributive patterns of 
achievement. Regarding failure, the results generally support the findings in the attribution literature, emphasizing 
the outsourcing tendencies and the lack of any of the assumed influences. Both categories appeal somewhat equally 
to chance and task difficulty as potential causes, and significantly much less to internal factors, such as poor ability 
or insufficient effort for solving a task. Although less compatible with some studies which sustained the 
accountability of females for poor performance (Morris, 1995; Wong, 1993), our findings are consistent with the 
self-serving (optimistic) attributive patterns (self-protective and self-enhancing biases), framed by Weiner (1986) 
and confirmed by prior research (e.g., Henderson, Grappendorf & Burton, 2011). Accordingly, achievement is 
attributed to internal factors, whereas failure brings with it the tendency to deny responsibility and explain results in 
   Internally stable dimension   
(model IV) 
     Internally unstable dimension  
        (model II) 
   Beta (SE)               Beta (SE) 
Complex internal attributions  .348 (.09)  
Complex explanations   .479 (.10)  
External past causes  -.106 (.06)  
Sex  -.739 (.48)              .306 (.559) 
Social influences                 .715 (.089) 
F statistic 166.475**  223.661** 
R2  .853 .793 
df   4,115  2,117  
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situational terms. These self-serving attributions are linked to positive emotions (Weiner, 1986), to maintaining self-
efficacy (Kelley, 1967) and are considered to be a functional response to the social environment. Regarding this 
aspect, Furnham, Gunter & Peterson (1994) extended the concepts of attribution theory in the area of work 
environments, emphasizing internality to be positively correlated with job commitment, involvement, performance 
and job satisfaction (Proudfoot, Corr, Guest, & Grah, 2001). People who attributed low performance to internal and 
stable factors were less productive and persistent comparing to those who had an optimistic explanatory style 
(Furnham et al.,1994). It flows from here the necessity of an adequate and flexible appreciative style, without which 
presence a person may be using the incorrect strategy, with associated negative organizational implications. Prior 
research experimentally demonstrated the training opportunity for people to develop a more adaptive attributive 
style (Brody & Ehrlichman, 1998), a key role being played by the awareness of its effect, the acceptance of 
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